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Introduction

1. The Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the newly proposed Comprehensive Area Assessments (CAAs) following the 2006 Local Government White Paper.  

2. CPRE exists to promote the beauty, tranquillity and diversity of rural England by encouraging the sustainable use of land and other natural resources in town and country. Much of the work we do to achieve this aim involves us in a close working relationship with all levels of local government, particularly on land use planning. We have a network of county branches and district groups, whose operational boundaries mirror (with occasional exceptions) those of county, unitary and district councils.

3. We were closely involved in the establishment and development of the modern planning system and we are the nation’s largest single participant in it. We estimate that CPRE campaigners scrutinise at least 100,000 planning applications across the country every year, in addition to participating in the preparation and review of Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Frameworks. Our submission to this consultation is based on the considerable experience of local government and governance that this has given us.

4. In principle, CPRE welcomes the basis of these proposals as a way of improving performance in the delivery of public services, with its stronger focus on the needs of local citizens and on improving partnership working at the local level.  

Consultation response
5. CPRE is not responding to all twenty questions within this consultation.  Instead, we have selected those that are of greatest interest to us. 

Question 1: Do you agree with the key questions, for the risk assessment, as the basis for the area risk assessment? Are there any others that should be added?

6. The first bullet point in paragraph 38 recognises that the Local Strategic Partnership (LSP) must understand and assess the needs of its communities now and in the future. The contribution of Local Area Agreements (LAAs) to sustainable development is a key concern for CPRE and we welcome reference to the needs of future generations within the risk assessment. However, we wish to stress here the importance and difficulty of including the needs of future generations in area-based service delivery and would welcome detailed guidance in the next phase of CAAs as to how these needs will be assessed. 
7. CPRE would welcome an additional bullet point in this list that recognises the need for assessment of the rural and urban balance in service delivery, with a key concern that many LSPs will not fully account for the needs of isolated rural communities when developing their LAAs.
8. Within this section, CPRE would also welcome clarification on the powers of enforcement that the CAA will have, through the area risk assessment, in improving service delivery through its recommendations. It would be help secure support for them if you could make a persuasive case that engaging with CAAs would be an effective use of volunteer time and resources for third sector and community groups.  
Question 2: Do the proposals address the concerns raised in the earlier consultation about areas with county and district councils?
9. CPRE welcomes recognition of the need to formally assess the quality and effectiveness of partnership working between the district and county LSPs in delivering area based priorities. 
Question 3: Should we adopt the term: ‘the prospects for the area and the quality of life for local people’ instead of the ‘risk assessment’ when reporting CAA results, or can you suggest a better description? 
10. CPRE sees risk aversion as a real concern with these reforms and we welcome your awareness of this issue (paragraph 44). We do not share your optimism that LAAs will result in innovative and challenging targets, however, although we endorse the suggestion that the risk assessment must encourage greater risk-taking rather than discourage it through an overbearing focus on outputs. CPRE agrees that the title of risk assessment does not give an effective description, but would suggest a different alternative that is punchier – such as ‘Area Outlook Assessment’ for example. 
Question 5: What is the most helpful way of comparing the performance of local areas?
11. CPRE welcomes the clarification given in Figure 1 (page 18). This is helpful in showing that the risk assessment is a more considered tool than the blunt outcome focused assessment that CAAs were intimated to be on page 3. We see the flexibility this will give to look beyond the delivery focus of LAAs and to consider wider procedural issues. As CPRE has concerns about the openness of many LSPs and the heavy burden of centralised decision-making through national indicators and resources, we see the opportunity for this assessment to become a mechanism for these concerns to be dealt with formally.
12. CPRE has concerns over the use of area comparisons of outputs delivered. We would urge caution as these may have the consequence of widening social inequality, by encouraging a gradual migration away from weaker to stronger performing areas. This migration could also reduce the quality of the natural and living environment for all areas. CPRE would recommend that the area cross comparison deals only with the improvements against target rather than a cross comparison of absolute standards in area performance. We acknowledge and endorse your support for a more bespoke approach to the area risk assessment in paragraphs 75 and 76 of chapter 8. 
Question 9: Do you agree with the proposals for the use of resources assessments?
13. CPRE welcomes the inclusion of natural resources in paragraph 62 as part of a wider resource assessment. However, we would request that land and transport resources also be accounted for and assessed explicitly within the definition of physical assets. 
Question 10: Are there any aspects of the proposals that you would like to see changed?
14. CPRE welcomes the endorsement of sustainability through commissioning and procurement, within paragraph 60, as part of the resource assessment.
Question 11: Should there be an overall CAA score?
15. CPRE supports the decision that an overall CAA score should not be prepared as it would over simplify what is a complex assessment process. 

Question 12: Should the national indicator set be scored?
16. CPRE welcomes the cautious approach taken in this consultation on the appropriate reporting of area risk assessments and the scoring of performance against the national indicator set. We believe that when reporting on delivery against national indicators, it is important to keep it within a broader context and for it not to have an overriding prominence against other elements of the assessment. Therefore, we welcome the reference on page 4 that the views of residents and those using services will have a strong influence, in accordance with paragraph 11 above. 
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